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Abstract: Early modern mobility is an important topic
to teach, both because mobility is a significant theme in the
field of early modern history and because historical
perspectives help us better understand contemporary
questions. The teaching of early modern mobility presents
challenges, however, especially at the introductory level.
This paper offers theoretical support and practical advice
for using food history to engage students meaningfully in
historical questions about early modern mobility. It
suggests ways to historicise everyday experiences with food,
bring students more deeply into working with sources
about foods and foodways, ease students’ entry into
difficult histories, and open discussions of seemingly small
matters into bigger spaces.

Early modern mobility is a topic that is important to teach,
but difficult to teach well. Of all periods, the early modern
one is particularly notable for its unprecedented scale of
human migration specifically, both voluntary and forced, and
for its increase of mobility more generally around the globe.1
Not surprisingly, therefore, the theme of mobility has come
to hold an undeniably significant place within the field of
early modern history, where it intersects with questions of
exchange, colonialism, imperialism, capitalism, and
globalisation.2 Mobility’s importance is not confined to this
period of a few hundred years between about the midfifteenth and late eighteenth centuries, of course. “Migratory
movement,” as Patrick Manning has said, is “a human habit”
and a “thread running through the full extent of our history
as a species.”3 More broadly, a “mobilities paradigm” or
“mobility turn” has been shaping the direction of much
scholarship in the humanities and social sciences. As a result,
mobility is coming to be seen not as exceptional, but rather, in
the words of the introduction to The Routledge Handbook of
Mobilities, “acknowledged as part of the energetic buzz of the
everyday […] and seen as a set of highly meaningful social
practices that make up social, cultural, and political life.”4
Historical movements have clear resonances in the twentyfirst century world, and colleagues who study and teach about
contemporary migration have noted the benefits of including
a historical dimension that will help us better understand
long and complex processes of integration, challenge
politicised distinctions between “us” and “them,” question
discourses that essentialise certain traits of a given people as
natural and eternal, and become more critical respondents to
how history is (mis)used within nostalgic public
conversations.5 In these ways, the study of early modern

mobility provides a “usable past” with lessons about the
contributions of migrants and the complexity of migration.6
For all its importance, however, the teaching of early
modern mobility is not without its challenges. Students
may struggle at first to perceive the relevance of events from
hundreds of years ago to their lives today. They may face
difficulties in finding primary and secondary sources, then
experience setbacks when trying to interpret these sources
responsibly. They may feel pain and anger when studying
traumatic topics in histories of colonialism and slavery.
We would like to offer some theoretical support and
practical advice for using historical records about foodways
to engage students meaningfully in historical questions
about early modern mobility.7 We have in mind not
primarily courses that are centred on food history, nor
those that teach early modern mobility at an advanced
level.8 Rather, we are suggesting ways to add a bit of food
history to introductory lessons or survey courses on early
modern history at the advanced secondary or
undergraduate levels in order to help students historicise
everyday experiences, work with sources, ease into difficult
histories, and open discussions of seemingly small matters
into much larger spaces.
Historicising the Everydayness of Food
Food is a daily part of students’ experiences. This quotidian
connection gives it both lightness and weight as a topic for
historical investigation. Its lightness comes from its
familiarity. Food is so familiar that students may not even
consider it as subject to historical analysis. But even the
most quotidian aspects of our lives have histories, and we
can help students trace ingredients and foodways through
the human past. The weight of the everyday arrives when
the students begin to understand how what they eat is
influenced by both vast and intimate historical forces.
One way to begin this process of historicisation is to
have students keep track of what they eat on a Food Table,
then research the histories of these foods. The first step is to
provide students with a table (Figure 1) and ask them to fill
in Column A with a list of all the foods they consume in a
day. When they come to class, having filled in Column A,
direct the students to write the title of Column B as
“Prediction: Where was this first eaten?” Without looking
the information up, the students fill in this column with
their predictions of where humans first consumed each of
the foods they have listed. They may know some of this
information already, or they may need to guess. Their task
before the next class is to do research and complete the
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remaining columns. The students fill Column C with
information on “Where humans first ate this food,” and
Column D with “Where humans were eating this food by
1491.” For Column E, the students choose any location in
the world, and answer the question “If I were in [location]
JBH471 Food Table
Choose a day between now and our first day of class. Then fill out Column A of this food table
with all the foods that you eat on that day. When a food contains more than one ingredient,
please list not just the finished product but, insofar as possible, all of the ingredients. For
example, if you have black coffee, you can list just “coffee”; if you have tomato sauce from a jar,
list all of the ingredients like this “tomato sauce, containing tomatoes, water, onions, red bell
peppers, basil, salt, olive oil, apple cider vinegar, concentrated lemon juice, jalapeno peppers.”
Leave Columns B-E blank for now, and we’ll discuss what to do with them in class.
A. Foods
B.
Consumed in a
Day

C.

D.

E.

Figure 1. Food Table as first presented to students.
JBH471 Food Table
Choose a day between now and our first day of class. Then fill out Column A of this food table
with all the foods that you eat on that day. When a food contains more than one ingredient,
please list not just the finished product but, insofar as possible, all of the ingredients. For
example, if you have black coffee, you can list just “coffee”; if you have tomato sauce from a jar,
list all of the ingredients like this “tomato sauce, containing tomatoes, water, onions, red bell
peppers, basil, salt, olive oil, apple cider vinegar, concentrated lemon juice, jalapeno peppers.”
Leave Columns B-E blank for now, and we’ll discuss what to do with them in class.
A. Foods
B. Prediction: C. Where
D. Where
Consumed in a Where was this humans first ate humans were
Day
first eaten?
this food
eating this food
by 1491

E. If I were in
[location] in 1491,
could I have
eaten this food?

Figure 2. Food Table as students begin to fill it out.
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in 1491, could I have eaten this food”? (See Figure 2.) At
the following meeting, students discuss their findings in
small groups, then plot on a map where their foods were
first consumed and where these foods were being
consumed by 1491.
The students often find that they were incorrect in their
guesses or assumptions about the historical origins of their
foods. In a study we conducted of students in a second-year
university course who did this activity, their predictions of
where the foods were first consumed were incorrect about
three-quarters of the time. One student, for example,
predicted that coffee had first been drunk in Nicaragua,
another that potatoes had first been eaten in Ireland. As they
proceed with their research, the students begin to
understand the importance of early modern mobility in the
development of cuisine, even at the level of what they put
onto their plates during a typical day.9 When they realise
that they have probably not eaten an entire meal that could
have been consumed in any one part of the world in the year
1491, they introduce themselves to the Columbian
Exchange, that transfer of plants, animals, and microbes
across the Atlantic (and later around the globe) in the wake
of Christopher Columbus’ voyages at the end of the fifteenth
century.10 These are important insights for students studying
the early modern world. At a still more fundamental level,
the students practise making mistakes in a low-stakes
context, then correcting those mistakes, thus becoming
more comfortable with failure as part of learning.11
Working with Sources
Food history offers students many opportunities to work
with sources. They can read examples of excellent historical
scholarship that not only connects the history of food with
the history of mobility, but also extends historical analysis
into areas that the students may not anticipate, such as
aesthetics and the transmission of tastes,12 or the centrality
of diet to colonial identities and the “unstable foundations
of colonial ideology.”13
A particularly helpful way of bringing sources into an
introductory course is to pair a well-researched and
accessibly written secondary source with one or more
primary sources that the author has used as evidence.
Either have students first read the historian’s work and next
the primary source, direct them to find where the primary
source is found in the citations, and ask what else this
primary source might tell us, or have the students first read
the primary source and come up with some observations
and questions, then read the secondary source and compare
how the historian used the primary source with their own
ideas. For example, students can read Judith Carney’s
article on “African Rice in the Columbian Exchange” along
with the journal from the slave ship Mary cited in that
article so that they may, first, see how Carney used this
historical document in her analysis of the roles of Africans
in bringing rice cultivation across the Atlantic; second,
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consider what else this primary source can tell us about
African foodways in the Columbian Exchange; and, third,
ponder why historians had overlooked this evidence for so
long.14 Or students may read some of the primary sources
in the Quince Jam and Moose Muffles: Food in New France
package (Figure 3), along with our paper from a previous
Dublin Gastronomy Symposium, “Food, Foodways, and
Francisation in Seventeenth-Century Québec,” to see what
questions they come up with themselves when looking at
primary sources, and then see how the article helps refine
their understandings of how food at an early modern
convent was used in colonialism, assimilation, conversion,
and resistance.15 By finding links between a secondary
source and its primary source evidence, students are
finding a path through historical methodology and the
interpretation of evidence.

to find sources for their own work, and develop a sense of
the critical importance of citation practice as a way to move
history forward as an evidence-based discipline.16
Students can also investigate primary sources in isolation
from secondary sources. Some published primary sources are
obviously about food, such as with historic recipes and
descriptions or visual depictions of feasts, and others include
foods in perhaps unexpected places, such as with personal
letters, conduct books, instructions to missionaries, lists of
supplies, and financial accounts.17 For a less mediated
encounter with sources from the past, students can work
directly with unpublished primary sources. More and more
archival collections are being made available online, and,
after some basic instruction in transcription, students can
transcribe digitised archival documents. In doing so, they
receive training in a fundamental skill for the study of early
modern history, develop a greater sense of autonomy over
their learning, and generate original questions directly from
the evidence for the past. This exercise provides them with a
cognitive apprenticeship that renders normally invisible
processes visible, such as understanding, even at a superficial
level, what the original sources record, then detecting and
accounting for silences and lacunae. It situates the students
within an “authentic context,” which means, in an oftencited definition, having an experience that “incorporates as
much fidelity as possible to what students will encounter […]
in terms of tools, complexity, cognitive functioning, and
interactions with people.”18
Easing into Difficult Histories

Figure 3. A page from Quince Jam and Moose Muffles:
Food in New France, showing an archival source. Inserted
image provided by Pôle culturel du Monastère des
Ursulines. Used with permission.

A slightly different approach is to send students on a
footnote treasure hunt. Provide them with a piece of
academic writing and have them locate examples of
different types of sources (an unpublished manuscript, a
primary source in the form of a book, a secondary source in
the form of an article, et cetera) among its footnotes. With
this activity, students see the breadth of sources used for
historical research, learn how to use high-quality research

Not all students feel that the history of the early modern
world is all that far removed from their own lived
experiences, and some may find that traumatic aspects in
the history of early modern mobility—especially slavery
and colonisation – difficult to face.19
Beginning the discussion with food can help open a way
into the difficult histories. Food is something that all
students already have some experience with, even if they have
not analysed it formally. They can therefore draw upon food
to express preliminary thoughts while getting comfortable
with admitting what they do not know and develop a sense
of empathy for the people of the past. Studying food can help
build a sense of community in the class too. When trying to
learn “difficult histories,” whether difficult because they
centre on traumatic historical events or because the
historical analyses threaten to undermine strongly held
political and religious beliefs, students benefit from knowing
that their instructors are listening to them while promoting
critical disciplinary practices that are helpful in overcoming
emotional reactions.20 Working with food history, for
example when filling out the Food Table or completing
transcription exercises, affords instructors opportunities to
learn from their students and show the students that they are
learning alongside everyone else. Students bring their own
experiences into the classroom, which instructors
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acknowledge directly as part of the lesson. Such collaborative
and open learning allows the instructors to model how the
construction of historical knowledge is shaped by the
participants’ personal stories and individual perspectives.21
The relatability of food can also contribute to
democratising public history initiatives, such as museum
exhibitions or conferences aimed at a general audience.22
Food is a topic so familiar that even the most uninformed
visitor or participant can feel confident that they possess
some preliminary knowledge of the subject at hand.
Buoyed by a sense of legitimacy, audiences engage more
readily with historical material, ask questions, and
contribute their own ideas. In this way, introducing food
when speaking about history creates bridges between the
public and historical institutions, which are sometimes
perceived as elitist or inaccessible to non-specialists.
Opening onto Bigger Questions
The introduction of even small amounts of food history into
a lesson or course can help students approach larger
conceptual problems. The very words we use to discuss the
movements of food in the early modern period indicate
important ideas that we need to think through clearly in
order to interpret human agency in the past: did food
practices “spread” or “diffuse” among different human
societies, or were they “carried” or “borrowed”?23 How much
control did people think they had over themselves and their
surroundings? What sense of responsibility did they feel to
care for others and the natural environment? Why did they
adopt certain foods more readily than others, what can this
tell us about openness to change, and what does it suggest
about how people in the past viewed their bodies? How did
people’s food preferences reflect and influence their identities
more broadly or their sense of connection to place?
Students who would like to explore food history further
can be offered options in research projects that focus on such
topics. Instructors may even encourage students to
demonstrate their understanding of early modern mobility
in formats that move beyond the conventional assignments
of history courses if learning outcomes align in such a way to
allow it. They may, for example, have students assemble
recipes from different regions affected by historic waves of
migration into cookbooks with commentaries on the
historical origins of the dishes, or engage in historical
cookery by replicating dishes from the past in their kitchens
today along with an accompanying report explaining what
choices they made in their interpretation of sources and why.
Mobility is an obvious topic to connect the past to the
present, especially when twenty-first century lives are so clearly
influenced by transnationalism, migration, climate change, and
pandemics. It also needs to be historicised in order to be fully
understood.24 Food history, because it can make the familiar
strange and the strange familiar in a very pedagogically useful
way, is an excellent avenue into learning about the mobilities of
the past and the legacies of these mobilities today.
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